Smacking, even in families, should be made illegal to protect children from abuse, says a report from a cross party group of British MPs.
The health select committee has called the "reasonable chastisement" that parents and carers use to defend actions of physical punishment on children as "increasingly anomalous," saying that the law as it currently stands can hinder the prosecution of child abuse cases.
In a report into whether changes recommended in the Laming inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbié can protect children from abuse (8 February, pp 293-4), the committee has urged the government to use the forthcoming green paper on children at risk to make the law clearer.
"One country from which we believe much can be learned is Sweden, and in this regard we note that that country has outlawed physical punishment of children, including within the family," said David Hinchliffe, chairman of the committee. "What happened to Victoria involved apparent escalation of discipline and punishment: her injuries began with 'little slaps.' " An estimated 80 children die each year in England from abuse and neglect, and the figure has not changed for 30 years. Yet the committee has doubts about whether Lord Laming's recommendations will have the desired outcome. In particular, it is concerned that Lord Laming's proposed change to the structure of local government may be disruptive, although the committee agrees that a clear line of accountability is essential to ensure children's safety.
"We caution against unnecessary further structural change and upheaval for local government, and we recommend that the government should consider carefully what revisions might be required to Lord Laming's proposals to ensure that new national and local accountability arrangements are properly located within local government structures and mechanisms," said Mr Hinchliffe.
The committee also raised doubts about whether a national database of children under the age of 16, as proposed in the inquiry, would work any better than the current child protection register.
Because of the seriousness of the situation the committee has called for an update from the Department of Health by the end of 2003 on the progress made since the report was published in February.
The health select committee's report on the Victoria Climbié inquiry report can be seen at www.parliament. uk/parliamentarycommittees/ healthcommittee
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Prompt assessment, early computed tomography (CT), and better access to rehabilitation for patients with minor injuries are key recommendations in national guidelines on head injury published in England this week.
The National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) guidance makes evidence based recommendations on all steps in the management of patients with head injury-defined as any trauma to the head, other than superficial injuries to the face-from initial assessment through to hospital discharge and rehabilitation.
Professor David Yates, professor of emergency medicine at Manchester University and chairman of the guideline development group, explained why the guidance was needed: "Clinical care moves on. The guidance incorporates latest developments and evidence on the care of head injury. It is also designed to minimise variations in practice, by bringing everyone up to best performance."
But he is concerned that the guidance "has no teeth" because it lacks provision for audit. "The guidance stops short of measures to see if hospitals have implemented the recommendations and whether they make a difference to outcomes. It seems obvious to try to answer these questions," he warned.
The guidance recommends that all patients presenting to emergency departments with a head injury should be triaged by a trained member of staff within 15 minutes of arrival. Patients should be assessed and classified using the Glasgow coma scale and its derivative, the Glasgow coma score.
Patients should get imaging early, rather than admission and observation for neurological deterioration. "This will reduce the time to detection of lifethreatening complications and is associated with better outcomes," the guidance proposes.
CT imaging of the head is recommended as the primary investigation of choice for the detection of acute, clinically important brain injuries. Professor Yates explained: "We are recommending early diagnosis in a more proactive way, using CT scanning rather than skull x ray and observation. This means we won't miss clinically important head injury, and we can feel comfortable in sending patients with normal CT home." 
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In brief
US firms act to reduce obesity:
A group of major US companies has founded the Institute on the Costs and Health Effects of Obesity to combat obesity, a problem costing them around $12bn (£7.2bn; €10.4bn) a year in staff medical bills, reduced productivity, increased absenteeism, and higher health and disability insurance premiums.
Czech doctors plan to strike:
Czech doctors plan to stage a nationwide strike in which they will provide only emergency care if the government proceeds with plans to cap doctors' wages under public finance reforms. The doctors, whose average monthly salary is £730 ($1220; €1055), had a one day "warning" strike on 19 June.
Report suggests heroin for addicts not responding to methadone: A report commissioned by the Dutch government has said that heroin should be prescribed to long term users who fail to respond to methadone, under medical supervision. It recommends expanding this approach from six experimental sites in major cities to 15 centres throughout the Netherlands, treating up to 1500 patients.
Committee recommends against expanding smallpox vaccine programme: The Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, which reports to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, has recommended against expanding smallpox vaccination to include emergency workers, such as firefighters, police officers, and emergency medical technicians, because of the risk of cardiac side effects.
FDA looks at blood test for West Nile virus:
The US Food and Drug Administration is monitoring "investigational" blood screening tests for West Nile virus in US blood centres. The tests, which were developed after the finding last year that the virus can be transmitted through blood transfusions, detect viral nucleic acid and can detect the virus before an antibody response has been mounted.
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